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water through a channel on the south side
of Riverfront Park to ensure that Avista’s
Upper Falls power plant near the Lincoln
Street Bridge has enough water to spin
the turbines, which is not a problem most
of the year. But during the dry summer
and fall months - the height of the tourist
and outdoor recreation seasons - diverting
the already low running river results in a
trickle over the falls and a dry bed on the
Spokane’s north bank.

The Sierra Club wants Avista to increase
the amount of water it allows through
the northern channel; the Spokane based
Center for Environment Law and Policy, a
statewide water resources watchdog, says
Avista should stop diverting water alto-
gether and allow the falls to return to their
natural state. The groups say low stream
flows adversely affect fish habitat and
prevent people from enjoying what could
be a free flowing falls. Closing the Upper
Falls dam will not financially harm Avista
or rate payers, they contend.

“We’re not talking about millions,” says
Rick Eichstaedt of the Center for Justice,
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An artist’s sketch of Kendall Yards, which will be built alongside the river.

a non-profit legal organization repre-
senting the Sierra Club and the CELP.
“I'm surprised that’s an issue that Avista
turned its back to the community on.”
Eichstaedt says a recent report commis-
sioned by the Sierra Club indicates that
it would cost local rate payers 33 cents a
year if Avista allowed 500 cubic feet per
second of water to flow over the falls.

Conservation groups “are over sim-
plifying the issue” says Bruce Howard,
Avista’s Director of Environmental
Affairs. Upper Falls generates enough
electricity for 7,500 homes; power that
Howard says would have to be pur-
chased elsewhere if the dam closed.
Avista says that replacing hydropower
with electricity created by burning fossil
fuels also means more greenhouse gasses
are produced. And ratepayers would
bear any additional costs. “We have to
look at the big picture,” says Howard.
“Every time we raise rates we impact
people.”

The company has agreed as part of its
federally mandated re-licensing process

to increase the minimum stream flows
through downtown during the summer
months to at least 200 cfs, which is
enough to fill the river’s north channel
but only about half of what the Sierra
Club wants. Avista says the agreement
“resulted from the hard work of many
thoughtful and experienced stakehold-
ers.” The utility company says its goal
“is to create an aesthetic experience that
people enjoy while they recreate in or
visit Riverfront Park, while maintaining
the benefits of power generation.”

The power company and environmen-
talists disagree over stream flows but do
see eye to eye on the need to drastically
increase water conservation, including
mandatory use restrictions.

Latest government figures say Spokane
residents use 217 gallons of water a
day; the state average is 114 gallons per
day. Kootenai County residents con-
sume about 216 gallons a day, which is
about on par with rest of Idaho. The
smaller cities of Post Falls, Medical Lake
and Four Lakes already regulate when
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homeowners can water their lawns during
the summer months; it may happen in
Spokane.

“Different challenges have a common
goal,” says Mayor Verner. “The public
seems willing to pay more to help the
river and the aquifer.” Verner admits that
changing our historic love affair with fine
green lawns during the hottest months of
the year won't be easy, but she has a plan
that she says can produce results:

« More public education about the values

and benefits of water conservation.
« Mandatory restrictions to reduce consumption.
« Higher water rates.

Verner says striking a balance between
dipping too far into peoples’ pocketbooks
while maintaining the Spokane River's
vigor, aesthetic qualities and economic
engine will be challenging. But she and
others around the region are more than
confident that the current enthusiasm to
preserve and improve the river will con-
tinue unabated. H
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